The presence of antibodies to purified p24gag protein of HTLV-I in sera of patients with systemic lupus erythematosus (SLE).
Sera of patients with systemic lupus erythematosus (SLE) were tested for their reactivity to HTLV-I by western blotting (WB). Seven (18%) of 40 SLE serum samples reacted to the p24gag protein of HTLV-I by WB using purified gag antigens. The specificity of anti-p24gag antibodies in the SLE sera was confirmed by competitive inhibition on WB. Two of the seven patients were shown to be HTLV-I carriers, because HTLV-I infected T cell lines were easily established from their peripheral blood mononuclear cells (PBMC). Except for these two carrier patients, the gag proteins were not detected in the lysates of PBMC by WB using anti-p24gag and anti-p19gag monoclonal antibodies. The gag and pX genes of HTLV-I were not detected by PCR in PBMC of the SLE patients, with the exception of the 2 HTLV-I carrier patients. These results show no direct involvement of HTLV-I in the etiology of SLE. However, the existence of a specific antibody to p24gag in the sera of some of the noncarrier SLE patients suggests a crossreactivity to either unknown viruses or some autoantigens.